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DuBois: Commencement Address at the Apprentice School

Commencement Address at the Apprentice School
This address was delivered at Northrop Grumman in Newport News on February 27, 2010.

D

irector Jordan, faculty and staff; proud moms and dads, and family members; distinguished
guests; and graduates: good afternoon…and congratulations!

Today, The Apprentice School honors its class of 2009. The 161 members of this class join a
collection of alumni that is over 9,000 strong and spans generations.
And let me share with you what an honor it is to congratulate a group of students who, on their way
to graduation, just happened to help finish building a nuclear supercarrier as a class project. I had the
chance to tour the U.S.S Bush before it was commissioned. When I looked at its nearly elevenhundred foot length and think about how it displaces over 100,000 tons…well, let’s just say it puts
into perspective that big book report I wrote to graduate with my Ph.D.
I would be remiss if I didn’t mention my good friend, Dr. Bob Leber, who recently transitioned
from being the director of this proud institution to leading the effort to build its next facility just
down the street. Bob has been a friend and ally since I first came to Virginia in 2001 and I deeply
appreciate his partnership and his leadership.
In preparing for the honor of speaking with you today, I reviewed a great deal of literature about
The Apprentice School and its students. (As an aside, let me just congratulate your football team
once again for that 7-6 victory over UVA in 1943. Surely, I’m not alone, am I, in thinking that could
happen again today, whether the game occurs on the Builder’s home turf or in Charlottesville?)
One piece that I read described you this way: “They build ships with their muscles and their minds.”
That makes sense. You can’t think about the process of building a supercarrier without thinking
about muscle. You can’t think about the submarines you build – with technology that makes the
space shuttle look like a child’s toy – without thinking about the minds behind it.
But I would suggest that the sentiment is incomplete. Along with your muscles and minds, you use
your heart. Like your brains and your brawn, your heart goes into those ships you are building, just
as it goes into this company that you are building, just like as it goes into this community that you
are building.
Graduates, you would have never gotten this far without heart. I appreciate what you’ve
accomplished because I know how overwhelming it has been to arrive at this moment.
More than thirty years ago, I was walking across the stage at my high school, picking up my diploma,
wondering how in the world I had even graduated. If I didn’t graduate last in my class, I was
certainly in sight of it. But you know what? I didn’t care. I just wanted out. I didn’t know, and really
didn’t care, what the future held for me. I wanted a job. What I really wanted was money in my
pocket.
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And so, I got my wish – a job washing dishes in the restaurant in my neighborhood. You know, I
had never even considered formal education. No teacher, no coach, not even a friend of mine had
even put the idea of an apprentice school or college in my head.
Dish-pan-hands, my friend: that was the extent of my aspirations. The good news is after only a few
months, I opened my eyes and raised my goals and thought yeah, I can move up. I did, which meant
that I was busing tables. I figured if I could get on the floor, I could at least see my customers. At
the time I considered that an aggressive and bold career move.
My mom wasn’t impressed. And I’m grateful she wasn’t. She thought I had more in me than that –
even if I couldn’t see it. So every day, it seemed, as I clipped on my red bow-tie and put on my thick,
cotton, fashion-free, fire engine red busing jacket, Mom would harass me about it. “Glenn, you need
to go to college, “she would say while shoving a community college application into my hand. “Fill
this thing out, now. You can do this.” We’d go back and forth about it. But you know how mothers
are. I eventually caved in.
I was shocked – shocked! – when an acceptance letter came through the mail. In fact, I was
convinced it was a mistake. Maybe someone in the registrar’s office got my name confused with
another. But I decided to go to class.
I wasn’t taking any chances, however. I kept the acceptance letter in my shirt pocket for proof. I was
certain that someone would eventually spot me, realize the college’s mistake and ask me to leave. My
next surprise was that I
found the classes to be
engaging and interesting.
Gradually, I developed
meaningful relationships –
especially with my
instructors. It changed me. I
felt a growing confidence.
Busing tables wasn’t going
to be enough. I felt like I
was on a launch pad,
curious to see just how far I
could go.
As I look back on that time,
one of the best – if not the
best – feature of earning an
education was the opportunity to interact with inspiring teachers. No question, every one of you in a
cap and gown feels that way about at least one – it’s probably more – but at least one of the
instructors here at The Apprentice School. Join me, will you, in giving your teachers a round of
applause. My teachers inspired me to become a teacher – specifically, a community college teacher.
Now I have the pleasure of serving at the helm of the vibrant and dynamic community college
system in Virginia – one of the nation’s largest. I hope that gives you a sense of why postsecondary
education is so important to me. Institutions like The Apprentice School, like our community
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colleges that partner with it, are like Ellis Island, on-ramps if you will, to a great career and a great
life…even for a short-sighted busboy.
My friends, you are in an enviable position. You have the chance to build amazing vessels while
working for an amazing employer. The concept of apprenticeship is not a new one. Long before
Donald Trump pretended to invent the word apprentice, the apprenticeship model was THE model
for learning a skilled trade.
What sets Northrop Grumman Newport News apart is that the company stayed true to the
apprenticeship model over the last 90-years when others abandoned it. The company has never lost
sight of the value of growing its own skilled team of employees and growing its own leadership.
It has been suggested to me that The Apprentice School is to the shipyard what the U.S. Naval
Academy is to the U.S. Navy: it may not produce every leader within the organization, but it’s going
to produce most of them.
In fact, let me take just a moment to congratulate Everett Jordan, the new director of The
Apprentice School. Everett is another friend who I have worked with for years now. And he has a
proud distinction. More than 30 years ago, Everett sat where you graduates are sitting today. Though
he is the eighth director of this institution, he is only the second director of The Apprentice School
to also be a graduate of it. Congratulations, Everett! And I look forward to working together for
years to come.
Your company strives to invest in you and that is why it is a national leader with its model of earning
while you’re learning. And much to the company’s credit, they don’t view today as a finish line for
you – and neither should you.
An important step? Yes. A terrific and memorable moment along your journey? You bet. But
today’s not a finish line.
This is the part where I get to make a small sales pitch. And the best part about it is many of you
wearing caps and gowns already know where I am going with this because you are already there
yourselves.
Through Thomas Nelson Community College and Tidewater Community College, we are proud to
partner with The Apprentice School in countless ways. That includes creating opportunities for you
to continue your education further and to earn an associate’s degree. We are proud to count Danny
Hunley, your company’s vice president and a member of our state board, as a Thomas Nelson
graduate. I invite you to join him and, beyond that, to take advantage of our wonderful and unique
transfer relationships to continue working toward your bachelor’s degree at Old Dominion
University or The College of William & Mary, or any of the two dozen universities we work with.
At every step, you will create greater opportunities for yourself and you will become an even bigger
leader for the shipyard.
As you continue your work on the waterfront, I wish you a long, safe and successful career. And
know that our doors are always open to you as you proceed through it. Thank you.
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